Referral patterns of pediatric dentists and general practitioners to orthodontists based on case complexity.
The objectives of this research were to investigate and compare general and pediatric dentists' subjective judgments of orthodontic case complexity and to determine how their perceptions of case complexity influence their decisions to refer the patient to an orthodontist. Twenty pediatric dentists and 21 general dentists participated in the study. Pretreatment orthodontic records of 20 patients with a variety of malocclusions and a range of American Board of Orthodontics Discrepancy Index (DI) scores were used. Respondents were asked about their background and training in orthodontics. They were also asked to identify the subjective complexity of each case with the use of a 100-point visual analog scale (VAS) and whether they would refer the patient to an orthodontic specialist. A mixed-model multivariate data analysis was used to evaluate the subjective case complexity with the use of fixed factors such as DI score, type of panel member, experience, annual continuing education rate, and gender. Generalized linear mixed models were used to investigate the referral patterns of the general dentists and pediatric dentists. Level of significance was set at P < 0.05 for all statistical analyses. General dentists appeared to provide more overall orthodontic treatment than pediatric dentists; many general dentists provide limited orthodontic treatment and clear aligner therapy (P < 0.05). The perceived complexity score for cases was not significantly different between the 2 groups (P = 0.82). The association between DI score and perceived complexity was similar in both groups (P = 0.183) and there was a high correlation between DI and VAS score in the sample (r = 0.71; 95% Cl 0.38-0.87). Pediatric dentists had higher referral rates for cases with DI scores both below and above 20. Significant differences were noted between the pediatric and general dentists in the individual case referral decision as evaluated by the DI (P < 0.037) and VAS (P < 0.042) scores. General dentists provided more orthodontic care than the pediatric dentists. Both groups identified case complexity similarly, with only minor differences, but pediatric dentists had higher referral rates to orthodontic specialists regardless of the initial case complexity.